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befriend me, and Ruby had been among the most eg rer 

Those friendships lasted as long as it took me to figure 

out that their only interest lay in my proximity to Mal. 
‘Now I watched him stretch his arms expansively anq 

turn his face up to the autumn sky, looking perfectly 

content. There was even, I noted with some disgust, g 

ittle bounce in his step. 

«What is wrong with you?” I whispered furiously. 

“Nothing,” he said, surprised. “I feel great.” 

a» at how c car nyou be so... so jaunty?” 

 “Jaunty? I’ve never been jaunty. I hope r never to be 
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oe apher r entered the tent and came swooping 
a ing our work as he passed. 
cor 1c sketch you Te Starting, Alina 
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him. “But I’m touched by your concern.” 

“Hey,” he said with a grin, “I worry.” 

“If you're lucky, a volcra will have me for breakfast 
tomorrow and then you won't have to fret any more.” 
“You know I'd be lost without you.” 

“You've never been lost in your life,” I scoffed. I was 
the mapmaker, but Mal could find true north blindfolded 
and standing on his head. 

He bumped his shoulder against mine. “You know 


what I mean.” 
“Sure,” I said. But I didn’t. Not really. 
We sat in silence, watching our breath make plumes — 
in the cold air. | | 
Mal studied the toes of his boots and said, “I guess 
['m nervous too.” 
I nudged him with my elbow and said with confidence 


I didn’t feel, “If we can take on Ana Kuya, we can handle 
a few volcra.” 

“If I remember right, the last time we crossed Ana 
Kuya, you got your ears boxed and we both ended up © 
mucking out the stables.” 

I winced. “I’m trying to be reassuring. You could at 
least pretend I’m succeeding.” 

“You know the funny thing?” he asked. “I actually 
miss her sometimes.” 

I did my best to hide my astonishment. We’d spent 
more than ten years of our lives in Keramzin, ‘but 
usually I got the impression that Mal wanted to forget 
everything about the place, maybe even me. There he’d 
been another lost refugee, another orphan made to feel 
grateful for every mouthful of food, every used pair of 
boots. In the army, he’d carved out a real place for hin self 
























where no one needed to know that he'd once been. 


ttle bo | 
page : eel “We could write to her.” 
“Maybe,” Mal said. 


Suddenly, he reached out and took my hand, F 
to ignore the little jolt that went through me. is 
comorrow, we'll be sitting in the harbour at Os Ki 
looking out at the ocean and drinking kvas.” 

I glanced at Dubrov weaving back and fort 
smiled. “Is Dubrov buying?” 

“Just you and me,” Mal said. 

“Really?” 

“It’s always just you and me, Alina.” 

For a moment, it seemed as if it were true. ] 
world was this step, this circle of lamplight, the twoo 
suspended in the dark. 

“Come on!” bellowed Mikhael from the path. 

Mal started like a man waking from a dream. He gi 

my hand a last squeeze before he dropped it. “Gotta g 

- he said, his brash grin sliding back into place. “Try to. 
some sleep.” 
_ He hopped lightly from the stairs and jogged « 



















rood Ik I said automatically and then w ae . 
icl - Good luck? Have a lovely time, Mal. I 
<< ty Grisha, fall deeply in love, and make lots < 
te st st igly talented babies together. | 
) om on the steps, watching them: — 
ath, still feeling the warm pressure of M 
b welll I thought as I got to my fe 
and on his way there. 
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